
Taking Over the 
Family Brand

Keeping the ‘success’ in your family’s franchise succession plan 
requires pre-planning, personal fortitude and vision. 

By Dawn Nielsen

S store in Houston, Texas, 
at 9 years old, I dreamed of being 
a veterinarian. By the time I was a 
teenager, I was working behind the 
counter and starting at 3:00 a.m. 
to bake kolaches — homemade 

and cheeses. Somewhere along 
the line, it just became understood 
that one day I would take over the 

about the welcome-package mailer 
franchise business his father started 
in 1972. But when his dad died 
suddenly in 2009 Michael learned, 
“However much you think you know, 
you don’t know everything.”

Navigating the rough waters of 
stepping into our parents’ shoes 
and forging a franchise legacy of our 
own has not been easy, but we have 
learned some valuable lessons.

family business that my parents, 
John and Jerri Banks, had grown 
into a successful franchise. I was 
running the marketing/advertising 
department when my mother was 
diagnosed with lung cancer in her 
early 60s. When she died two years 

shoes. Who really is?
My peer, Michael Plummer, CEO 

of Our Town America, thought he 
knew everything there was to know 
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A family 
franchise is a 
business that 
takes care of 
its people, so 
your people 
need to be 

your priority.
...there will 
be people 

looking to take 
advantage of 
the situation 

and try to 
grab a piece of 
the pie if you 
don’t protect 

yourself.

Lesson 1: 
Triage and Transparency

The range of emot ions 
exper ienced when 
a parent dies is 
magnified when the 
family business also has 
lost a key executive. 
I lost my mother, my 
best friend, and the 
company’s co-founder 
and financial whiz in 
one fell swoop. It was 
sad and scary. Michael 
recalls sitting at his 
father’s desk the day 
after his father died and 
feeling like he was in a 
mausoleum. It’s tough. 
The key is to keep 
moving forward, or as Michael calls 
it, going into “triage mode.” 

Start by focusing on what needs 
to be done today so your employees 
can keep food on the table and send 
kids to college. A family franchise 
is a business that takes care of its 
people, so your people need to be 
your priority. They will be sad and 
scared too. As hard as it may be, it’s 
critical your franchisees hear from 
you that everything will be OK. Be 
as transparent as you can, be direct, 

until you make it.

Lesson 2: 
Plan and Document

As with most things, the more 
planning done beforehand, the 
better the outcome. A well-
documented succession plan makes 
life so much easier when there is 
a transition of power. Make it a 
priority. It’s great to have passwords 
and sensitive reports tucked away in 

a safe place but I wish I had more 
“how and why” conversations with 
my mom before she got too sick. 
Fortunately, my parents had time 
to set up a living trust, which was 
crucial; otherwise, I would likely 
have had to sell the company just 

to pay the tax on the 
inheritance. My father 
continues to plan and 
prepare me for the 
day when he steps 
away from the business 
altogether. Michael’s 
dad did not have a 
living trust, which made 

has since 
set up his 
own estate 
plan with a 
living trust 
to ensure 

the company stays 
intact if something 
happens to him and so 
that his two daughters 
are protected.

Lesson 3: 
Pay Attention 
and Protect 
Yourself

The sad truth is, 
even in a family business, there 
will be people looking to take 
advantage of the situation and try to 
grab a piece of the pie if you don’t 
protect yourself. That’s another 
reason a well-documented plan is 
important. Pay attention to your 
competition. Even pay attention to 
what your employees are doing and 
saying. Not everyone will have you 
or your company’s best interests 
at heart. Protect your privacy and 
stop, think and proofread all email 
communications. Enough said.

“

““

“

Lesson 4: 
Don’t Be Afraid to Ask 
for Help

While you need to protect 
yourself, it is also critical you ask for 
help and not isolate yourself. You 
can do that by surrounding yourself 
with people you trust. Delegate 
what you can to managers and 

supervisors and resist the 
urge to micromanage. 
But also reach outside 
the company walls for 
advice and guidance. A 
good franchise attorney 
can help make sure small 
details are addressed 
so big problems don’t 
surface. The franchise 
community is one of 
the best resources. 
Michael stil l recalls 
how much suppor t 
he received from IFA 
members who checked 
in on him after his father 
died and gave sage 
advice on how to deal 

with certain situations. Keep up 
those relationships!

Lesson 5: 
Keep the Best and Build 
the Rest

I am so proud of what my parents 
built from nothing. I respect and 
appreciate their years of hard work, 
and I plan to keep their vision of 
producing a high-quality product 
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(Right) Dawn Nielsen started 

at the family business, and 
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with a focus on customer service as 
guiding principles. Avoid wholesale 
changes, but also 
don’t be afraid to put 
your own mark on the 
family franchise, so 
the legacy continues. 
Long-standing family 
businesses often end 
up with outdated 
s y s t e m s  a n d 
processes; my focus 
is on improving that. 
We have invested in a 
customer relationship 
management (CRM) 
plat form to use 
new technology to 
improve business relationships. 
By establishing new relationships 

wi th a leading 
content marketing 
firm, social media 
firm and franchise 
development firm, 
we are strategically 
poised to grow 
o u r  f r a n c h i s e 
footprint and take 
our company to 
new heights. There 
likely will be some 
hard and awkward 
conversations during 

the transition of power in a family 
franchise. As Michael likes to say, 

“It’s more than numbers, there’s a 
heart to it.” 

As long as you know you are 
making the right decisions for the 

there will be a legacy to pass on to  
future generations. 7

Dawn Nielsen is the Chief 
Operating Officer at Kolache 
Factory, a Katy, Texas-based 
franchise specializing in 
authentic handmade kolaches 

– a pastry filled with fresh fruits, meats and 
cheeses – with more than 50 stores nationwide. 
Find out more at franchise.org/kolache-
factory-inc-franchise.

There likely will 
be some hard 
and awkward 
conversations 

during the 
transition of 

power in a family 
franchise.
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All together: Left to right, 
Jerri and John Banks with 
their daughter, Dawn 
Nielsen, who is taking over 
the family brand.
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The first and most 
experienced home care 
company in the U.S.  

All while owning the most meaningful business possible.

800-840-6568Call us to learn more

$5,000 discount on the franchise fee! 
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Be the CEO of your career

Veterans Receive

58 FRANCHISING WORLD / June 2018


